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possession of a large majority, was to be again
defeated on a similar question, the Affirmation
Bill, a measure to permit free thinkers/ in the
person of Bradlaugh, to " affirm" instead of
taking the oath " So help me, God." While the
Government was losing one by-election after
another because they "supported atheists,"
Gladstone, now seventy-four years old, was still
hard at work, arguing away as he had argued
in 1850.
" Let us try to get at the heart of the argument,
which after all is not a very complex, although I
must say it is historically, and from every point of
view a very interesting matter. The business of
every man in controversy is to try to find out
what is the main and governing contention of his
adversary. Sir, I. have laboured to find that out
and I think I have probably found it: I hope so.
As I read it the governing contention is this -
that the main question for the State is not what
religion a man professes, but whether he professes
some religion or none. I was in the hopes of re-
ceiving some confirmatory testimony for the other
side. I might dispense with proofs, but I will give
them. The right honourable gentleman who led
the opposition to this Bill said that this was not a
question of difference of religion, but that it was a
question between religion and irreligion - be-
tween religion and the absence of all religion - and
dearly the basis of the right hon, gentleman's
speech was mot that we were to tolerate any